Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 19

Issue 4

Article 7

July 1986

"Give Johnny and Jane a Chance to Read"
Nicholas P. Criscuolo

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Criscuolo, Nicholas P. (1986) ""Give Johnny and Jane a Chance to Read"," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol.
19 : Iss. 4 , Article 7.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol19/iss4/7

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

"GIVE JOHNNY AND JANE A CHANCE TO READ"

by Dr. Nicholas P. Criscuolo

the spot using their own funds. I've also
noticed that when teachers send their
purchase requisitions to me that many orders
are for not only ditto books but workbooks
-particularly, phonics workbooks. I rarely see
orders for classroom sets or collections of
children's books.
In May, 1985 the Commission on Reading
issued a far-reaching report entitled
Becoming a Nation of Readers. 1 This
report has received national attention and
has generated a great deal of discussion.
Three major findings of this report were:
l. Students spend up to 70 percent of the
time allocated for reading instruction in
independent practice on "seatwork." Most of
this time is spent on workbooks and ditto
sheets.
2. The silent reading time in the typical
primary school is seven or eight minutes per
day, or less than l O percent of the total time
devoted to reading.
3. For the majority of the children,
reading from books occupied one percent of
their free time, or less.
The Commission on Reading urged
educators to move away from teaching
reading as a set of isolated skills. It
recommended a return to an approach that
encourages children to read more stories and
library books. In other words, give children a
chance to read.
As a supervisor of reading for 18 years, I
am deeply concerned about the over-reliance
on ditto sheets and workbook exercises. This
concern is reinforced as I visit classrooms
almost on a daily basis. Teachers are
constantly requesting funds to purchase ditto
sheets. The ditto machine in each school is
getting a real workout. The "Purple Plague"
is alive and well in New Haven and, I'm sure,

Recently I attended a meeting of reading
teachers and coordinators at a
Reading/Language Arts Council, one of four
regional councils established throughout the
State by the Connecticut State Department of
Education. Part of the discussion centered
around common concerns. One concern kept
resurfacing: the lifeless, sterile reading
program found in many classrooms due to the
excessive use of ditto sheets and workbook
exercises. Participants bemoaned the fact
that many children seemed to be glued to
their seats completing barrels of ditto
sheet - "X"ing, crossing out words and
underlining words - ad nauseum. The
emphasis was on skills and more skills.
It is true, of course, that the reading
process involves a series of skills which need
to be mastered. The problem, however, is that
too much emphasis is being placed on skills
mastery at the expense of letting children
read for the sheer pleasure of it. In their
anxiety to complete a certain number of
basal texts per year, teachers are assigning
an inordinate amount of exercises and ditto
sheets.
I've noticed at Reading Conventions,
teachers are drawn like a magnet to booths
where companies exhibit ditto booklets. They
reach into their wallets and scoop them up on
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Inventory so that teachers can suggest
additional books based on the interests of the
children. All this is done during the reading
period. There isn't a ditto sheet in sight.
There are other ways to give children a
chance to read for pleasure, by setting up a
classroom reading environment and
atmosphere conducive to reading. These are:
1. Setting up a "Jot Spot" in each room.
A desk, large lamp and writing materials can
be placed in the classroom with pictures to be
used as story starters. Children write a
creative story to accompany the picture.
2. A "See Tree" can be" planted" in each
classroom. This is a large branch placed in an
empty coffee can filled with sand. On the
twigs of the branch hang paperback books
for children to pluck and read and then
discuss with the other members of the class. A
Sharing Time - again during the reading
period - can be allocated to do this.
3. A bag full of children's magazines such
as Ebony, Jr., Cricket, Jack and Jill and
Highlights for Children can be placed in
burlap bags in the classroom. Children read
the stories in these magazines they wish to
read.
4. Newspaper pictures of celebrities in
the news can be placed in pockets sewn on a
brightly-colored quilt. Many school districts
subscribe to the Newspaper in Education
program which allows teachers to receive the
daily newspaper at a substantial discount.
Children can select one celebrity and scour
the newspapers daily to locate articles on this
celebrity and compile a Celebrity Scrapbook.
5. Children can also produce a Book
Catalog. This Book Catalog consists of scenes
drawn by the children from a library book
with a few lines written about the book. This
Book Catalog is placed in the Reading Corner
for children to "shop around" for a book to
read.
Of course, a Sustained Silent Reading
period is one of the biggest antidotes to the
excessive use of ditto sheets and workbook
exercises. This is a short period of time (five or
ten minutes) during the time allocated for the
reading program when everyone reads
silently books of their choice.
One excellent antidote is flexible
grouping. Children work alone or in teams on
stimulating research topics.Teachers ask the
children to select a topic or locale they will be

in most school districts across the country.
Is there a solution to this problem? Of
course, but it's going to take time,
encouragement and even pressure to combat
it. I'm not advocating a massive burning of
ditto sheet booklets in the schoolyard. All I'm
suggesting is that usage of drill and skill
sheets be held in check and place them in
proper perspective.
It's helpful if we frame this issue in a
contextual setting by citing a concrete
illustration. Many teachers devote one hour
per day for reading instruction. Twenty of
these minutes children are with the teacher at
the reading table or in a reading circle as he
or she conducts a directed reading lesson.
Forty minutes they are in their seats. And
there's the rub. My observation is that the
entire forty minutes is taken by asking
children to sit in their seats completing
seatwork. This makes reading instruction a
hollow enterprise. It keeps the child busy and
quiet but in a non-productive, boring way.
Perhaps this in one of the reasons many
children express the feeling: "I can read, but
do I have to?" They associate reading with
drudgery and boredom. And frankly, I don't
blame them.
Is the situation hopeless? Hardly. We can
combat the problem head-on by allocating a
portion of time in the reading schedule for
recreational reading every day - not just
reserved for Friday afternoons. Children
should have a library book in their desks at all
times which they can read for pleasure.
This year the New Haven Public School
District received a grant entitled Project
P.R.I.D.E. (Personal Reading Induces
Development Education) for $18,761.00. This
grant allows the school district to purchase
library books for every child in grades 1, 2
and 3. These books are distributed three times
a year by having children select the books
themselves and, after reading them, be
allowed to keep them to add to their personal
home libraries.
A host of creative ideas are used to
capitalize on the momentum generated by
the books chosen by the children, e.g. making
dioramas, mobiles, scenes from the books
and written descriptions of favorite story
characters. In addition, a Personal Reading
Folder is kept by each child on the books they
read. Children were administered an Interest
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give children the chance during the time
allocated for reading instruction to read for
the joy and satisfaction reading brings. Use
ditto sheets and workbooks with discretion
and press forward with library books. Only by
giving Johnny and Jane a chance to read will
we develop in children a love for books and
the lifelong habit of reading for pleasure.

reading about in their basic text and research
it. When the children read the story these
" pupil specialists" share the information
gained from their research - thus enriching
the knowledge for the rest of the group
members. One fourth grader mounted a
typical Chilean village made from plaster-ofParis on plywood and discussed what he had
learned about everyday life in a small town in
Chile which was the location of one of the
stories contained in the text the group was
reading .
Another idea is the use of Creative
Reading Cards. During the course of the forty
minutes Johnny or Jane are in their seats, they
select a card and begin to complete the
assignment printed on the card. This
assignment may take several days to
complete. For example, found on these cards
may be printed the following ideas:
1. Use the telephone book and list
people whose last names are compound
words (Nick Evergreen), seasons of the year
(Margo Summer) and things to eat (Joe
Apple) .
2. Pick a partner, select a scene from one
of the books you have read and be prepared
to dramatize a scene for the rest of the class.
Write some interesting dialogue for the
scene.
3. Illustrate these idioms: in a jam, flew
the coop, a broken heart and in the palm of
your hands.
4. Select a well-known local personality,
e.g. a symphony conductor, fire chief, mayor
or selectman and write five questions you
would ask this person in an interview for an
article to be written and pub Iished in the class
or school newspaper.
5. Make a poster by drawing a picture
from a favorite book on a large piece of
paper. Write the title and author of the book
in dark letters below the picture. Be prepared
to share your poster with the rest of the class.
Someone once asked Robert Frost how
we could get children interested in reading.
His answer: "Surround youngsters with so
many books that they stumble over them." If
we are to attack illiteracy and the malaise
that currently exists in the reading program in
many of our classrooms today, we must make
good trade books available to children .
Once we make good trade books accessible,
we must go one important step beyond this:
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Reflections from the President ...
(continued from page 2)

Awareness sessions, training of trainers
sessions and special inservices have been
conducted by both MRA and MDE as we
continue to inform, enlighten and inspire
educators in Michigan.
The content of all three documents, the
workshops and the training sessions have
been useful to instructional leaders at the
building, district, intermediate and state
levels. Response from other states for the
brochures and the use of Michigan's format
and content as a model is further testimony of
the value of the documents.
Michigan has a unique situation where a
professional organization and the State
Department of Education work consistently
together to provide and promote current
trends in Reading. In order to provide a
leadership role, the Michigan Reading
Association will continue to support the
Curriculum Review Committee and continue
its interactive dimensions with the Michigan
Department of Education.
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